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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to examine the effects 
of family physical and family relational structure on juvenile 
delinquency.
The data from the study derived from the first wave of the 
National Youth Survey. The National Youth Survey is a self 
report, random sample of youth. Respondents in the first wave 
ranged in age from 11 through 17.
The data are analyzed on both univariate and multivariate 
levels. Independent variables other than family physical and 
relational structure are also analyzed. For example, social 
status, race and gender are examined.
It has been popularly believed that youth who come from 
single parent homes are more likely to be delinquent, due to 
social-psychological and structural factors.
The results of this research suggest that the relationship 
between family structure and juvenile delinquency is very 
complex. White youth seem to be affected more by family 
structure (both physical and relational structure) on general 
forms of delinquency. There are similar effects from family 
physical structure for whites with regard to illegal substance 
use. However, family relational structure is significant for both 
blacks and whites in the use of illegal substances. Gender 
yielded significant results for both types of delinquency, though 
whites were more likely to report this type of delinquency.
Finally, it would appear that family structure, as it has 
been defined in popular usage, has a stronger effect on white 
youth. This does not however indicate that black youth are not 
affected by family structure - physical or relational. What it 
may suggest is that other family structures (i.e., extended 
family, community members) should also be considered when 
examining juvenile delinquency and youth development.
v
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAMILY STRUCTURE 
AND DELINQUENCY
INTRODUCTION
Once again the debate on the importance of the nuclear 
family is in vogue. As teenage violence and other acts of 
delinquency appear to be on the rise, politicians, academicians 
and the media are pointing to the "breakdown" of the family as a 
primary cause. In popular usage, "broken" family refers to a 
single parent home headed by a^ female (although there are several 
variations). Even within the social science literature, such 
family units have been stigmatized as pathological, deviant, 
dysfunctional, disorganized or disintegrated, although it could 
be that such families represent a viable alternative family 
structure (Brandwein, Brown, and Fox, 1974). For decades the 
topic of broken homes has spurred debate among delinquency 
researchers. The broken home is often regarded as a crucial 
structural variable. At the same time, there has been 
considerable disagreement about the measurement of the variable 
and its causal significance. This has led some to question 
whether the relationship between family structure and delinquency 
is scientific explanation or ideology1 (Wilkinson, 1974; Wells 
and Rankin, 198 6; Blechman, 1982).
Those who argue the causal significance of family
ideology here refers to an idea or thought that is taken as, "a 
natural, inevitable, unchangeable or universal feature of human existence that 
is used to legitimize and reinforce the given system" (Poste, 1978:xix).
2
3disorganization base their arguments on two levels of analysis: 
the social psychological and the structural. The social 
psychological argument is based on the notion that single parent 
families contribute to crime and delinquency rates because 
children from these homes are more likely to have behavioral 
problems, to abuse drugs and to experience mental illness (Baca 
Zinn and Eitzen, 1993). Many of these problems are believed to 
result from the absence of adult male role models. On the 
structural level, the idea is that areas with "disorganized" 
families are unable to apply adequate social control. This is 
the result of a lack of adequate resources to supervise children 
or to detect deviance, especially as compared to two parent 
households which, in theory, can provide guardianship for their 
own children as well as for other children in the neighborhood 
(Kornhauser, 19 78; Sampson and Groves, 1989; and Patterson 1991).
Critics of these explanations argue that family structure 
does not exist in a vacuum, and some doubt the significance of 
family for explaining delinquency (Willie, 1967, Blau and Blau, 
1982). Variables such as economic status, parent education, 
parent-parent and parent-child conflict, and community 
integration may be more important than family structure, or may 
condition the effects of family structure on delinquency.
There are analytical and conceptual issues that are of major 
importance. For example, what constitutes an intact or broken
4family or home? Are families better understood as biological or 
as social and behavioral units? Understanding the relationship 
between broken homes and delinquency requires careful definition 
and measurement of both variables.
The above discussion alludes to a variety of research 
questions and problems. This research examines the effects of 
family structure, social class, race, and parent-child 
relationships on rates and patterns of delinquency.
CHAPTER I 
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE
Research on family structure and delinquency is by no means 
new. Systematic empirical research dates to the turn of the 
century and has generated an enormous amount of literature. Much 
of the research is plagued with methodological and analytical 
problems, combined with value biased notions about the nuclear 
family. Many studies conducted in the earlier part of the 
century focused exclusively or primarily on families and broken 
homes from lower socioeconomic levels, and findings were 
generalized to all social classes. Many of these studies failed 
to include vital synchronic factors that are relevant to the 
development of "broken" homes and delinquency. Synchonic factors 
include the economic, structural, historical, cultural and 
psychological components that occur simultaneously in the 
development of the family structure and the communities in which 
these families reside (Stanfield, 1991). In addition, these 
studies measured delinquency using data drawn principally from 
official reports.
Thomas Monhan (1957) provides a comprehensive review of 
studies, done from the early 1900's to the early 1930's, on 
broken homes as a major cause of delinquency. Monhan recognizes 
several types of broken homes including, for example, families
5
6disrupted by long term hospitalization and military service, but 
notes that the majority of research focuses on "the more evident 
types of broken homes including families that have experienced 
desertion, divorce, or illegitimacy." All of the eleven studies 
conducted between 1923 and the mid 1930's reported a relationship 
between broken homes and delinquency. Many of these studies 
compared high school students who lived with parents to children 
who had been institutionalized and were from single parent homes. 
Neither synchronic factors related to broken homes nor those 
related to the educational levels of the parent(s) were 
mentioned. Social class was mentioned only once in Monhan's 
review: farm girls were compared to working class school girls.
Despite methodological deficiencies, these studies and their 
conclusions were accepted as valid by many researchers 
(Wilkinson, 1974).
Challenges to the alleged relationship did not occur until 
Shaw and McKay's study in 1932. Shaw and McKay sought to improve 
on the methodology of previous studies, particularly the practice 
of comparing proportions of broken homes among delinquents and 
control groups. Shaw and McKay's sample consisted of 78,2 78 
school boys. A home was considered broken if both parents were 
not present due to death, divorce, desertion, separation or 
institutionalization (1932). The study analyzed four variables 
related to broken homes: (1) economic status; (2) delinquency;
7(3) race and nationality; and (4) age. The authors conclude that 
family structure may have an effect on delinquency, but the cause 
of delinquency may be found in "more subtle aspects of family 
relationships rather than in the formal break in the family 
organization" (1932:524). This conclusion was reached only after 
the authors controlled for nationality, race, and age. When race 
was included, the authors found that black families, who had the 
highest proportions of "unstable" families, skewed the results. 
The authors therefore concluded that "nationality (race) must be 
taken into consideration in making any comparisons between the 
rates of broken homes among delinquents and among boys in the 
general population if the conclusions are to have scientific 
validity" (519).
Charles V. Willie (1967) recognized the potential 
relationship between family status (that is, single parent 
homes), economic status, and juvenile delinquency. He 
hypothesizes that economic status and family status are both 
joint and independent contributors to deviant behavior (1967).
The research was done in Washington D.C. and the unit of analysis 
was the census tract. The census tract areas were organized into 
four separate units and were divided between predominantly black 
areas and non black areas. The four units consisted of an 
affluent area, a poor area, an area of few broken homes, and an 
area of many broken homes. He concludes:
8It would appear that extremes - those circumstances that 
were the most and least favorable to the development of 
delinquency behavior (affluent area and an area of many 
broken homes) had similar consequences for white and 
nonwhite populations. But in between these most and least 
favorable circumstances (areas of few broken homes and poor 
areas), whites were more affected by family composition 
while nonwhites were more affected by economic 
circumstances (Willie, 1967:333).
Willie states that the results can not be attributed to 
differences that are innate to the populations. Rather, they 
result from differences in opportunity structures within which 
families are located. Since the majority of white families in 
this study were from economically affluent areas, economic 
instability was not a factor that contributed to delinquency in 
this population. Instead, family instability was a major 
contributor to delinquency. On the other hand, nonwhite families 
were overwhelmingly poor and were affected more by their economic 
situation. Willie concludes that in order to reduce delinquency 
in certain populations (i.e., poor and black), programs should 
focus primarily on increasing the economic opportunities of 
community members.
Current delinquency research has brought yet another wave of 
interest to family structure. Walter Gove and Robert Crutchfield 
(1982) examine this relationship using social control theory, as 
developed by Hirschi (1969) and Nye (1958). The study was
conducted in Chicago, where the data were gathered from eighty
9selected census tracts within the Chicago city limits (Gove and 
Crutchfield, 1982). The sample consisted of randomly chosen 
households in which a randomly selected adult was interviewed. 
Interview questions focused on one child in the home who was 
closest to age thirteen. This was done for two major reasons: 
first, by focusing on one child, more detailed information could 
be obtained. Second, age thirteen is believed to be critical in 
parent-child interactions. The total sample size was 620.
The authors focus on "attachment," a control theory concept 
that pertains directly to family relationships. This concept 
focuses attention less on the physical structure of families and 
more on the quality and effectiveness of the parent-child 
relationship. An unusual component of the study was the 
methodology in which the data were derived from the reports of 
parents rather than from juveniles or from official statistics. 
This factor makes the interpretations of the findings somewhat 
difficult. This issue will be considered further below.
The findings suggest very complex relationships between 
family and delinquency. The strongest predictor of delinquency 
was the way parents experienced the child. The concept of 
"experiencing the child" refers to how well the parents get along 
with their children, for example, whether the parents feel 
"hassled" by their children. There were three possible 
explanations for this finding. First, parents who did not get
10
along with their children or were not satisfied with their 
behavior probably acted in ways that tended to promote delinquent 
behavior. Second, children who misbehaved tended to provoke 
negative feelings from their parents (p.314). Third, how parents 
felt about their children may have been related to whether or not 
parents reported delinquency. Further, the relationship between 
delinquency and family structure varied by gender. For instance, 
boys from single parent households were more likely to be 
delinquent than were boys from intact families. Boys from intact 
families were more likely to be delinquent if there were marital 
problems, if the father had had a nervous breakdown, or if 
physical punishment was used. Most importantly, the strongest 
predictor of delinquency for boys in intact homes was parents' 
feelings toward them. The authors were not able to determine the 
causal relationship between parents' feelings and delinquency.
The nature of the study (self reports) in which many variables 
have a "history" made it impossible to determine the temporal 
ordering of the relationship. How parents felt about their 
children was not a significant predictor of delinquency in single 
parent houses.
For females in intact homes, marital relationships, (whether 
good or bad) had little impact on delinquency. Parents' knowledge 
of their children's peers had much stronger relationship to 
misbehavior for females than it did for males. Physical
11
punishment was correlated positively with delinquency for males 
and females, but it was higher for females from intact families 
than it was for any other category of youth (1982). The authors 
also analyzed the effects of race and socioeconomic status on 
delinquency. They concluded that race and socioeconomic status 
were unrelated to delinquency. However, there was one important 
race and gender difference on the effects of socioeconomic 
status. Among females from single parent homes and lower 
socioeconomic status, blacks tended to be slightly more 
delinquent than whites (1982).
The researchers concluded that "family plays a key role in 
whether juveniles misbehave and that control theorists are 
correct in their emphasis on attachment" (1982:316). In 
addition, the authors recognize that the family should be viewed 
as a dynamic unit whose structure and functioning are affected by 
factors outside of it (1982).
Ross Matsueda and Karen Heimer (1987) use differential 
association and social control theories to examine how broken 
homes may influence delinquency and how the effects of broken 
homes may vary by race. They propose that broken homes lead to 
higher rates of delinquency, particularly among blacks, but argue 
that previous research has not explained why this is so. 
Specifically, they examine the effects of broken homes on black 
and nonblack families. Their data derive from the Richmond Youth
12
Project. The Richmond Youth Project is a randomly selected 
sample of 4,077 youth in the Richmond, California area. The 
sample is stratified by race, gender, school, and grade, and data 
were collected in the fall of 1964 (Hirschi, 1969).
Unlike that of Gove and Crutchfield, Matsueda and Heimer1s
\
research supports differential association over social control 
theory. The authors state, "to a much greater extent, broken 
homes directly foster an excess of definitions favorable to 
delinquency, which then increases delinquent behavior. This 
effect, being much larger among blacks, accounts for the greater 
total effect of broken homes on delinquency among blacks"
(Matsueda and Heimer, 1987,-836). A second difference was 
attributed to the neighborhood in which the blacks and whites 
resided. This was examined through a hypothesis about the 
interaction between neighborhood trouble and broken homes. The 
researchers asked the question, "do broken homes influence 
delinquency only in the context of a trouble-ridden, high 
delinquency neighborhood?" What they found was that "blacks from 
broken homes who also live in troubled neighborhoods are more 
likely than those residing in trouble-free neighborhoods to 
associate with delinquents, learn an excess of definitions 
favorable to delinquency, and consequently, violate the law"
(1982:836) .
The authors attributed their findings to characteristics of
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social organization i.e., cultural norms, that are consistent 
with differential association theory. They note that the wider 
structural determinants of the learning process (whatever they 
may be) largely influence the learning of definitions of the 
legal code, and that this learning process is tightly structured. 
What may be an even more significant issue is how these processes 
became so tightly structured. Matsueda and Heimer point to the 
historical emergence of social and economic structures that 
developed distinct racial patterns of social organization (1987) . 
They adopt William Julius Wilson's argument (198 7) that the 
increasing social dislocations among the urban underclass were 
the result of demographic, economic, and cultural changes. These 
dislocations produced increased disparities in crime across race 
(blacks and Hispanics reportedly having higher rates of crime), 
due to historical discrimination, a drop in the age structure of 
inner-city black urban centers, and a general economic shift from 
a manufacturing to a service economy.2 As a result, blacks had 
to adapt to a bleak situation, which fostered "restricted 
opportunities and a sense of resignation" (1987). Essentially,
2Wilson's drop in age structure thesis describes the flow of 
migrants to urban centers, which affects the average age of ethnic 
groups. He gives the example of "black migration in which the 
continual replenishment of urban black populations by poor newcomers 
skewed the age profile of the urban black community, keeping it 
relatively young' (Wilson, 1987:36). This in turn tends to lead to 
higher unemployment rates and crime 1987.
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blacks were more likely to learn definitions favoring delinquency 
because of the effects of broken homes, lack of parental 
supervision, and neighborhood trouble.
Many studies that examine delinquency at the structural 
level (Sampson, 1985; Sampson and Groves, 1989; and Patterson, 
1991) view family structure as a major contributor to 
delinquency. Robert Sampson analyzes the effects of neighborhood 
characteristics (including unemployment, income inequality, 
racial composition, residential mobility, structural density, and 
family disorganization) on rates of personal criminal 
victimization (rape, aggravated assault, robbery and larceny with 
contact). The data were from the National Crime Survey national 
household sample. Sampson uses data from the years 1973 to 1975, 
and a sample of approximately 400,000 interviews.
Sampson states that much of the recent research in the 
social ecology of crime has been limited to only two aspects: 
economics and race (1985). He argues that an important dimension 
of community social integration that has been neglected is family 
structure. He contends that disorganized families (percentage 
divorced or separated and female headed) are critical to the 
explanation of crime rates from a community structure 
perspective. Sampson's argument is consistent with the social 
control perspective: "areas with pronounced family
disorganization are less able to provide an effective network of
15
social controls. In contrast, communities with a strong familial 
base are likely to be areas where families know each other and 
provide mutual support; consequently there is a functional youth 
social control" (1885:11). Sampson found that family 
disorganization and structural density had the strongest effects 
on theft victimization. He found the relationship between race 
and violent crime to be mostly spurious.
Sampson and Groves (1989) also support the notion that 
family disruption leads to higher rates of crime and delinquency. 
In a more detailed study than Sampson's (mentioned above, 1985), 
the authors test the social disorganization hypothesis, which 
states that low economic status, ethnic heterogeneity, 
residential mobility and family disruption lead to increased 
rates of crime and delinquency (1989). The model is tested by 
analyzing data from the British Crime Survey (BCS) of 1982. The 
sample contained 23 8 localities in which the final responses come' 
from 10,905 residents. Level of family disruption was defined as 
the number of divorced and separated adults and number of homes 
with one parent and children. The authors found that 
"communities with elevated levels of family disruption experience 
higher levels of disorderly peer group behavior" (788). Sampson 
and Groves found this to be true for all three types of 
victimization which they were measuring.
Finally, Britt Patterson analyzes the relationship between
crime rates and aggregate economic conditions. He studied 57 
small residential areas located in three standard metropolitan 
statistical areas. The data collected include interviews with 
individuals in randomly selected households. The interviews 
originally were collected as part of a study of police behavior. 
Two victimization crime rates were used: burglary and serious 
violent crimes (i.e., robberies, rapes and aggravated assaults). 
Like Sampson and Groves, Patterson considers structural variable 
including residential mobility, racial heterogeneity, 
neighborhood integration, population density and household and 
family disorganization. He considers these important because of 
their association with levels of community social control (1991) 
He maintains that family disorganization (measured as female­
headed households) is a crucial determinant of delinquency 
because of parents' inability to detect or deter deviance or 
maintain proper supervision. He concludes that "higher burglary 
rates are significantly associated with residential instability, 
higher percentage of youths and more single parent households" 
(1991:766) . The finding is once again consistent with a social 
control framework.
CHAPTER II
HYPOTHESES AND STUDY DESIGN
The hypotheses stated are derived from two main studies: 
Gove and Crutchfield (1982) and Willie (1967). My hypotheses are 
as follows:
Hypothesis I(a)
Hypothesis I(b)
Physical Structure
There is a significant correlation 
between family physical structure and 
general delinquency (intact=l 
broken=2).
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between family physical 
structure and illegal substance 
use(intact = 1 broken = 2).
Relational Structure
Hypothesis II(a): 
Hypothesis II(b): 
Hypothesis III(a):
Hypothesis III (b) :
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between family relational 
structure and general delinquency. 
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between family relational 
structure and illegal substance use. 
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between family socio­
economic status and general 
de1inquency.
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between family socio­
economic status and substance use.
Elements of Social Status
Hypothesis III (c)
Hypothesis III(d)
Hypothesis 111(e)
There is a significant and 
negative correlation between family 
income and general delinquency. 
There is a significant and 
negative correlation between family 
income and illegal substance use. 
There is a significant and 
negative correlation between parent
17
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Hypothesis 111(f):
Hypothesis III(g): 
Hypothesis III(h):
Hypo the sis IV:
Hypotheses V:
level of education and general 
delinquency.
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between parent(s)' level of 
education and illegal substance use.
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between parent(s)1 job 
status and general delinquency.
There is a significant and negative 
correlation between parent(s)1 job 
status and illegal substance use.
Gender
Gender is related to delinquency 
(measured as general crime and illegal 
substance use) independent of family 
structure and social status. (Males 
are more likely to report delinquency 
than are females.)
Race
Race is not related to delinquency 
(measured as crime and illegal 
substance use) independent of family 
structure and social status. (Whites 
are not more or less likely than are 
blacks to report delinquency.)
19
STUDY DESIGN 
Sample
This study involves secondary analysis of data from the 
National Youth Survey (NYS; Delbert S. Elliott, Huizinga, and 
Ageton, 1985). The NYS is a longitudinal study of American 
youths ranging from ages 11-17 in 1976 to 27-33 in 1993. The 
survey consists of nine waves of data. My data are from wave 
one. The NYS used personal interviews of youth to collect self 
reports of delinquency. Respondents were selected by national 
area probability sampling. The multistage cluster sampling frame 
of households was chosen in 1976. The interviews for the first 
wave took place in 1977 and asked about events from the previous 
year. The entire sample consisted of 7998 randomly selected 
households, in which 23 6 0 youths were included. One thousand 
seven hundred and twenty five (73%) agreed to participate. This 
data set includes measures for all concepts as described above.
CHAPTER III 
MEASUREMENT OF VARIABLES
The core variables I examine are family structure (intact or 
broken; and attachment to parents), social status (lower, working 
and middle), delinquency (general crime and illegal substance 
use), race (black and white), and gender (male and female). The 
variables that make up the social status index (family income, 
parents' level of education, and parents' job status) also are 
examined separately as possible correlates of delinquency.
Family Physical Structure
Family physical structure is analyzed in terms of family 
composition (biological and step)- that is whether or not two 
parents are present. The most common definition of broken homes 
focuses on the physical absence of one or both biological 
parents. The current study will consider households physically 
"broken" if they are composed of a single parent and children.
Family Relational Structure
Family relational structure refers to youths' affective ties 
to parents. The theoretical underpinnings of these measures are 
found in social control theory (Hirschi, 1969). Hirschi 
hypothesized a negative relationship between delinquency and 
degree of attachment. Four items reflect family relational
20
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structure. These four items have strong face validity and 
sufficient response variability to serve as measures of 
attachment. The four questions and their original response 
categories are as follows:
Family Time (HOWTGTHR) - How important is it to you that your 
family does things together? (1) not important (2) somewhat 
important (3) very important.
Parental Influence (PARINFL) - How much influence do parents 
have? (1) very little (2) not too much (3) some (4) quite a bit
(5) a great deal.
Parents Talk (PARTALK) - How important is it to you to have 
parents you can talk to about everything? (1) not important (2) 
somewhat important (3) very important.
Parent Relationship (ALNGWPAR) - How important is it to you to
get along well with your parents? (1) not important (2) somewhat 
important (3) very important.
Conceptually, these four questions ask about different 
dimensions of what Hirschi (196 9) called parental attachment. 
First, youth who value the time spent with parents can be said to 
be more attached (HOWTGTHR). Therefore, more time will be spent 
in the presence of parents, resulting in some limitation of 
opportunities to commit delinquent acts. Second, children who 
are influenced by their parents can be said to be attached. They 
will be more likely to be influenced by parents, even when 
parents are not physically present (PARINFL). Hirschi refers to 
this as the parent being "psychologically present" (196 9) . If
22
the parent is psychologically present, the youth will be less apt 
to commit a delinquent act because he or she is mindful of the 
parents' expectations. The third dimension refers to the 
intimacy of communication between the parent and the child 
(1969:90). The more likely children are to share aspects of 
their lives with their parents (PARTALK), the higher the 
attachment. Finally, Hirschi pinpoints what he defines as the 
crucial element of the bond to the parent: affectual 
identification, love, or respect (1969:91). As acknowledged by 
Hirschi, this critical aspect of parental attachment is difficult 
to measure. I have decided to measure this aspect by identifying 
how important it is for the child to get along with the parent 
(ALNGWPAR). The assumption is that if children truly respect and 
identify with their parents, it will be important for them to get 
along, they are thus "attached" to parents.
Socio-economic Status (Social Status)
Socio-economic status is measured using a three factor 
index. The index includes measures of: 1) educational attainment 
of the parent or parents; 2) family income, and 3) job status of 
the principal wage earner. Family income was divided into three 
categories, 1) those earning $14,000 or less, 2) those earning 
between $14,001 and $26,000 and 3) those earning $26,001 or more.
Each factor is considered separately and as part of the
23
index as the relationships between social status and delinquency 
are examined. Hollingshead used information on these variables 
to construct social class3 categories. The original classes 
consisted of five separate categories, which I will collapse into 
three, following Elliott and Huizinga's analysis (1983). The 
categories are lower class (Class I); working class (Class II); 
and middle class (Class III). Class I includes primarily 
unskilled and semiskilled workers with educational levels ranging 
from none to some high school. Class II includes small business 
owners and persons in sales occupations and skilled manual 
occupations who are high school graduates or who have completed 
some college. Class III contains professions and occupations 
that require college education. As noted by Elliot and Huizinga 
(1983:155), the exact boundaries of these groups are somewhat 
arbitrary, but they do reflect occupational and educational 
differences. The three measures are strongly correlated 
(educational and job status, Pearson's r=.65; education and 
income, Pearson's r=.52; job status and income, Pearson's r=.53).
Delinquency Measures
Those studying delinquency have measured it using a variety 
of indicators. Inconsistent findings may result from the use of
3for this discussion I will replace the term status with class to 
remain consistent with Hollingshead's terminology.
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diverse measures (Rankin, 1983). I examine two empirically 
distinguishable types of delinquency: general law violation and 
illegal substance use (see Ousey, 1993). These measures were 
identified from the items measuring law violation using factor 
analysis with orthogonal rotation. This procedure identifies 
clusters of highly correlated variables that are believed to 
reflect some organized feature of reality. Factor analysis of 
eight items describing delinquent activity revealed two stable
A
and interpretable factors. The first is the general delinquency 
index. It includes six items, which describe minor assault 
(i.e., assault on teachers, parents, and other students), theft 
(stealing something worth more than fifty dollars, or something 
worth less than five dollars) and, the sale of hard drugs. The 
second factor includes items pertaining to substance use, 
including marijuana and alcohol use. Each item in the general 
delinquency index originally consisted of six response items.
The original questions and response categories are as follows: 
General Delinquency
HITSTDNT - How many times in the past year have you hit (or 
threatened to hit) other students? 1) Never (2) Once or twice a 
year (3) Every 2-3 months (4)Once a month (5)Every 2-3 weeks (6) 
2-3 times a day.
SLDHDRUG - How many times in the past year have you sold hard 
drugs such as heroin, cocaine, and LSD?(1) Never (2) Once or 
twice a year (3) Every 2-3 months (4)Once a month (5)Every 2-3 
weeks (6) 2-3 times a day.
STOLMORE - How many times in the last year have you stolen (or
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tried to steal) something worth more then 50$? = (1) Never (2)
Once or twice a year (3) Every 2-3 months (4)Once a month
(5)Every 2-3 weeks (6) 2-3 times a day.
STOLLESS - How many times in the last year have you stolen (or
tried to steal) things worth 5$ or less? (1) Never (2) Once or 
twice a year (3) Every 2-3 months (4)Once a month (5) Every 2-3 
weeks (6) 2-3 times a day.
HITTEACH - How many times in the last year have you hit (or 
threatened to hit) a teacher or other adult at school? (1) Never 
(2) Once or twice a year (3) Every 2-3 months (4) Once a month
(5) Every 2-3 weeks (6) 2-3 times a day.
HITPARNT - How many times in the past year have you hit (or 
threatened to hit) one of your parents? (1) Never (2) Once or 
twice (3) Every 2-3 months (4) Once a month (5) Every 2-3 weeks
(6) 2-3 times a day.
Illegal Substance Use
USEALC - In the last year, how often have you used alcoholic 
beverages (beer, wine and hard liquor)? (1) Never (2) once or 
twice a year (3) every 2-3 months (4) Once a month (5) Every 2-3 
weeks (6) Once a week (7) 2-3 times a week (8) Daily (9) 2-3 
times a day.
USEMJ -In the last year, how often have you use marijuana - 
hashish? (1) Never (2) once or twice a year (3) every 2-3 months 
(4) Once a month (5)Every 2-3 weeks (6) Once a week (7) 2-3 times
a week (8) Daily (9) 2-3 times a day.
The first six general delinquency items were collapsed into a 
dichotomy (0=No delinquency, l=Delinquency) as were the substance 
use items (Substance use 0=No illegal use, l=Illegal use) to 
simplify analysis.
Race and Gender
Empirical research on the effects of race on delinquency has
produced mixed results. Some have reported that blacks from
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single parent homes tend to have higher rates of delinquency than 
do whites from single parent homes (Monhan, 1957; Moynihan, 1965; 
and Matsueda and Heimer, 1987). Research also suggests an 
interaction between family structure and gender as these 
variables relate to delinquency. Some state that boys from 
single parent homes are more likely than are girls from single 
parent homes to be delinquent (Gove and Crutchfield, 1982), while 
others state that the difference between the sexes is associated 
more with the type of delinquency for which boys and girls 
usually are arrested (Rankin, 1983). Therefore, I have decided 
to examine these variables in the overall analysis.
CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS
Analyses of the relationship between family structure and 
delinquency began with an examination of black and white families 
in the sample. The overall sample of 1,728 cases was reduced to 
1,583 to limit the examination to black and white families. Of 
the 1,583 cases, 1,334 (84.3%)are white; two hundred and forty
nine (15.7%) are black. White, two parent households made up 73 
percent of the reduced sample of 1,583, while black two parent 
households made up only 8 percent. Single parent whites comprise 
11 percent of the reduced sample and black single parent families 
comprise 8 percent of the reduced sample.
Among black families, single parent homes comprise 50% of 
the sample as compared to 13.5% of the total for whites. The 
disproportionate number of single parent homes among black 
respondents may affect some of the results.
BI-VARIATE ANALYSIS
General Delinquency
Table 1 presents results of bi-variate analyses of the core 
independent and dependent variables. The table reveals that the 
relationship between family physical structure and general
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delinquency is a weak positive and significant (Phi=.07).4 In 
this bi-variate analysis, youth from single parent homes are more 
likely than those from intact homes to report general 
delinquency. Hypothesis la is supported.
Likewise, the relationship between family relational 
structure and general delinquency is significant and in the 
expected direction (Tau b=.-ll). The higher the level of 
attachment to parents the less likely youth are to engage in 
general delinquency.
4For this analysis the significance level has been set at pc.Ol.
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TABLE 1
General Delinquency and Illegal Substance Use 
With Independent Variables 
National Youth Survey (1976 Cohort)
Dependent Variable Independent Variable Tau b Phi
General Delinquency Family Physical 
Structure
. 07
General Delinquency Family Relational 
Structure
- . 11* *
General Delinquency Social Status - . 03
General Delinquency Family Income - . 01
General Delinquency Parents' Education - . 03
General Delinquency Parents 1 Job Status - . 04
General Delinquency Gender - .30*
General Delinquency Race . 009
Illegal Substance Use Family Physical 
Structure
. 04
Illegal Substance Use Family Relational 
Structure
- .20*
Illegal Substance Use Social Status . 06
Illegal Substance Use Family Income . 06
Illegal Substance Use Parents' Education . 04
Illegal Substance Use Parents' Job Status . 005
Illegal Substance Use Gender - . 07*
Illegal Substance Use Race . 10*
* p < .01
**p<.001
30
The relationship between social status and general 
delinquency is not statistically significant. When the components 
that make up social status are analyzed separately, none is 
significant. Therefore, Hypothesis III c, e, and g are not 
supported.
An examination of gender and general delinquency reveals 
that females are less likely to report delinquency than are 
males. The relationship is statistically significant, with a Phi 
value of -.30. The relationship between race and general 
delinquency is not statistically significant.
Illegal Substance Use
The relationship between family physical structure and 
substance use is not significant (Phi=.04;). However, family 
relational structure and use of illegal substances are correlated 
negatively and significantly (Tau b= -.20). The stronger the 
relational structure, the less likely respondents are to report 
using illegal substances. This finding is consistent with social 
bonding theory and provides support for hypothesis lib.
The relationship between illegal substance use and social 
status is not significant. When examined separately, the only 
element of social status that yielded a strong association with 
illegal substance use was family income. The association was in 
the positive direction, indicating that the higher the income of
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the parent(s) the more likely the youths were to report use of 
illegal drugs. This could result from the inclusion of marijuana 
in the drug use measure. It has been shown that marijuana use is 
associated with higher income (Greenwood, 1992; Hawkins, Catalano 
and Miller, 1992). Hypothesis Hid, concerning the relationship 
between illegal substance use and family income, is not 
supported.
The relationships between illegal substance use and gender 
and between illegal substance use and race are statistically 
significant. Males are more likely than are females to report 
using illegal substances. White youth are more likely than are 
black youth to report use of illegal substances. Hypothesis IV 
is supported and hypothesis V is partially supported.
Multi-variate Analysis
In this section, I turn to multi-variate analysis to examine the 
effects of family structure, race, and gender on general delinquency and 
illegal substance use.
General Delinquency
Interesting patterns emerge when several variables are considered 
simultaneously. White youth from broken homes are significantly more 
likely than are their counterparts from intact homes to report engaging 
in delinquency (See Table 2). Hence, it appears that white youth are 
affected by the conditions of a single-parent home. Black youth are not 
affected in the same way. Those from broken homes were no more likely 
than those from intact homes to report general delinquency.
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Table 2
General Delinquency, Family Physical Structure, and Race
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
White Respondents
Intact Broken Row
Total
No 539 64 603
Delinq 46 . 7% 35 . 6% 45 . 2%
Delinq 615 116 731
53 .3% 64% 54 . 8%
Column 1154 180 1334
Total 86 . 5% 13 . 5% 100.0%
Chi-Scruare Value DF
Pearson 
p< . 05
7 .818 1
Black Respondents
Intact Broken Row
Total
54 53 107
42 .2% 43 . 8% 43 . 0%
74 68 142
57 . 8% 56 .2% 57 . 0%
128 121 249
51.4% 48 .6% 100.0%
Not significant
The relationship between family relational structure 
(attachment to parents) and general delinquency was statistically 
significant for white youth. The higher the attachment youth had 
t6 parents the less likely they were to engage in forms of 
general delinquency. For black youth family relational structure 
was not related significantly to general delinquency. The level 
of attachment between parents and children seems to have little 
effect on black youths' participation in general forms of 
delinquent behavior (See Table 3A and 3B).
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TABLE 3A
General Delinquency, Family Relational Structure, and Race
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
White Respondents
Low High Row
Attach Attach Total
(0.0) 1 2 3 (4.0)
No 22 32 64 136 361 615
Delinq 43 .1% 31.1% 34 .4% 40 . 6% 53 . 0% 45.4%
Delinq 29 71 122 199 320 741
56 . 9% 68 . 9% 65 . 6% 59 .4% 47 . 0% 54 . 6%
Column 51 103 186 335 681 1356
Total 3 . 8% 7 . 6% 13 . 7% 24 . 7% 50 . 2% 100.0%
Chi-Square Value DF
Pearsons 36.739 4
p.< 00000
TABLE 3B
General Delinquency, Family Relational Structure, and Race 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
Black Respondents
Low
Attach
(0.0) 1 2 3
High 
Attach 
(4 . 0)
Row
Total
No
Delinq
8
80 . 0%
7
63 . 6%
13 
36 . 1%
26
39.4%
59 
43 . 7%
113 
43 . 8%
Delinq 2
20 . 0%
4
36 .4%
23 
63 . 9%
40 
60 . 6%
76 
56 .3%
145 
56 .2%
Column
Total
10 
3 . 9%
11 
4 . 3%
36 
14 . 0%
66 
25 .6%
135 
52 .3%
258 
100.0%
Not Significant
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Males from intact homes reported engaging in delinquency 
only slightly less than males form broken homes (67% vs 72%). 
Females from single parent homes were significantly more likely 
to report delinquency than were those from intact homes. See 
Table 4.
TABLE 4
General Delinquency, Family Physical Structure, and Gender
National Youth Survey, 1976, Cohort
Males Females
Intact Broke
n
Row
Total
Intact Broken Row
Total
No 246 46 292 392 77 469
Delinq 33 .3% 28 . 0% 32 .4% 62 . 5% 50 . 0% 60 .1%
Delinq 492 118 610 235 77 312
66 . 7% 72 . 0% 67 . 6%' 37 . 5% 50 . 0% 39 . 9%
Column 738 164 902 627 154 781
Total 81. 8% 18 . 2% 100% 80.3% 19 . 7% 100.0?
Not significant Chi-Square Value DF
Pearson 8.078 1
p .<.004
The relationship between family relational structure and general 
delinquency was statistically significant for both males and 
females. See Tables 5a and 5B.
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TABLE 5A
General Delinquency, Family Relational Structure, and Gender
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
Male Respondents
Low
Attach
(0.0) 1
No 13 17
Delinq 38 .2% 25.4%
Delinq 21 50
61. 8% 74 . 6%
Total 34 67
3 . 7% 7.4%
High Row
Attach Total
2 3 (4.0)
36 
35 . 9%
60 
26 .4%
169 
38 .1%
295 
32 .4%
103 
74 . 1%
167 
73 . 1%
274 
61. 9%
615 
67 .6%
139 
15 .3%
227 
24 . 9%
443 
48 . 7%
910 
100.0%
Chi-Square Value DF
Pearson 15.093 4
p< . 004
TABLE 5B
General Delinquency, Family Relational Structure, and Gender 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort 
Female Respondents
Low High Row
Attach Attach Total
(0.0) 1 2 3 (4.0)
No 17 26 48 113 280 484
Delinq 58 . 6% 48 .1% 51. 1% 56 . 5% 66 . 2% 60 . 5%
Delinq 12 28 46 87 143 316
41. 4% 51. 9% 48 . 9% 43 . 5% 33 . 8% 39 . 5%
Column 29 54 94 200 423 800
Total 3 .6% 6 . 8% 11. 8% 25 . 0% 52 . 9% 100.0%
Chi-Square Value DF
Pearson 14.070 4
p<.007
Illegal Substance Use
Multi-variate analyses of illegal substance use and
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delinquency show interesting relationships. For example, white 
youth from broken homes are significantly more likely to use 
illegal substances than are white youth from intact homes. This 
difference is not seen among black youth. See Table 6.
TABLE 6
Illegal Substance Use, Family Physical Structure, and Race 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
White Respondents Black Respondents
Intact ]Broken Row Intact Broken Row
Total Total
No Use 598 74 672 84 76 160
51.8% 41.1% 50 .4% 65 . 6% 62 . 8% 64 .3%
Use 556 106 662 44 45 89
48 .2% 58 . 9% 49 . 6% 34 .4% 37 . 2% 35 . 7%
Column 1154 180 1334 128 121 249
Total 86 . 5% 13 . 5% 100.0% 51. 4% 48 . 6% 100.0%
Chi-Square Value DF Not significant
Pearson 7 .143 1
p< .007
The relationship between family relational structure, race
and illegal substance use reveal somewhat similar patterns for 
whites as in the previous analysis. The relationship is 
significant for both white and black respondents. The higher the 
level of attachment to parents, the less likely both groups were 
to report engaging in illegal substance use. These findings are 
consistent with social bonding theory and support hypothesis lib. 
See Table 7A and 7B.
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TABLE 7A
Family Relational Structure, Race, and Illegal Substance Use
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
White Respondents
Low High Row
Attach Attach Total
(0.0) 1 2  3 (4.0)
No use 10 32 70 157 406 675
19.6% 31.1% 37.6% 46.9% 59.6% 49.8%
Use 41 71 116 178 275 681
80.4% 68 . 9% 62 .4% 53 . 1% 40 . 4% 50 .2%
Column 51 103 186 335 681 1356
Total 3 . 8% 7 .6% 13 . 7% 24 . 7% 50 .2% 100.0%
Chi-square Value DF
Pearson 71.477 4
p< . 00000
TABLE 7B
Family Relational Structure, Race, and Illegal Substance Use, 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
Black Respondent
Low
Attach
(0.0) 1 2 3
High
Attach
(4.0)
Row
Total
No Use 7
70 . 0%
7
63 . 6%
16 
44 . 4%
38 
57 .6%
97 
71. 9%
165 
64 . 0%
Use 3
30 . 0%
4
36 .4%
20 
55 . 6%
28 
42 . 4%
38 
28 . 1%
93 
36 . 0%
Column
Total
10 
3 . 9%
11 
4 . 3%
36 
14 . 0%
66
25.6%
135 
52 .3%
258 
100.0%
Chi-square Value DF
Pearson 10.920 4
p< . 02
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Family physical structure is not significantly related to 
illegal substance use among either males or females. This 
replicates the finding reported earlier when gender was 
disregarded (see Table 1).
TABLE 8
Illegal Substance Use, Family Physical Structure, and Gender 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort
Males Females
Intact Broken Row Intact Broken Row
Total Total
No Use 377 75 452 362 84 446
51.1% 45 . 7% 50 . 1% 57 . 7% 54 . 5% 57 .1%
Use 361 89 450 265 70 335
49% , 54.3% 49 . 9% 42 . 3% 45 . 5% 42 . 9%
Column 738 164 902 627 154 781
Total 81 . 8% 18 .2% 100.0% 80 .3% 19 . 7% 100.0%
Not significant Not significant
Data presented in tables 9A and 9B reveal a statistically 
significant relationship between illegal substance use and family 
relational structure for both males and females. For both, use 
of illegal substances decline as family relational structure 
(attachment to parents)increases. Once again these findings are 
consistent with social bonding theory and support hypothesis lib.
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TABLE 9A
Illegal Substance Use, Family Relational Structure, and 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort 
Male Respondents
Low
Attch
(0.0) 1 2 3
High
Attach
(4.0)
No Use 5 23 49 104 270
14 . 7% 34 .3% 35.3% 45 . 8% 60 . 9%
Use 29 44 90 123 173
85.3% 65 . 7% 64 . 7% 54 .2% 39 .1%
Column 34 67 139 227 443
Total 3 . 7% 7 . 4% 15 . 3% 24 . 9% 48 . 7%
Chi-square Value DF
Pearson 58.38 4
p . < .0000
TABLE 9B
Illegal Substance Use, Family Relational Structure, and 
National Youth Survey, 1976 Cohort 
Female Respondents
Low
Attach
(0.0) 1 2 3
High
Attach
(4.0)
No Use 12 20 43 109 267
41.4% 37 . 0% 45 . 7% 54 . 5% 63 .1%
Use 17 34 51 91 156
58 .6% 63 . 0% 54 .3% 45 . 5% 36 . 9%
Column 29 54 94 200 423
Total 3 . 6% 6 . 8% 11. 8% 25 . 0% 52 . 9%
Gender
Row
Total
451
49 . 6%
459
50 .4%
910 
1 00.0%
Gender
Row
Total
451 
56 .4%
349 
43 . 6%
800 
100.0%
Chi-Square Value
Pearson 23.29
p . < . 000
DF
4
CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION
The findings in this paper suggest that the causes of delinquency 
are many and complex. Simple bi-variate analyses reveal significant 
relationships between family physical structure (broken homes) and 
general delinquency. But family physical structure is not significantly 
related to illegal substance use. On the other hand, family relational 
structure (attachment) is significantly related to both general 
delinquency and illegal substance use. Gender is significantly related 
to both general delinquency and illegal substance use but race is 
related significantly only to illegal substance use, with whites more 
likely than blacks to report such delinquency. Social class does not 
distinguished between those who do and those who do not report 
involvement in either kind of delinquent conduct.
When we examine the relationships in more complex detail, we 
discover that the effects of family physical structure and family 
relational structure on general delinquency are specific to white 
respondents. Willie's (1967) argument about the relevance of 
opportunity structure for white and black Americans (as described 
earlier) may explain the differences found here. In similar fashion, 
the effects of family physical structure on general delinquency appear 
to be substantially stronger for females than for males. With some 
caution, it can be concluded that this effect is specific to white 
females. Family relational structure is related significantly to 
general delinquency for both males and females.
The patterns are somewhat similar when we consider the second
40
41
measure of delinquency (illegal substance use). Family physical 
structure is related significantly to illegal substance use for white 
respondents but not for black respondents. Family relational structure 
is related significantly to illegal substance use for both whites and 
blacks, but the effect is much stronger for white respondents. Family 
physical structure is not related significantly to illegal substance use 
for either males or females, but family relational structure is related 
to illegal substance use for both males and females.
In sum, it appears that the effects of family physical structure 
on general delinquency are hignly specific -- to white females. The 
effects of family relational structure on general delinquency are 
specific to white males and females. The effects of family physical 
structure on illegal substance use are specific to whites. However, 
when gender is controlled, family physical structure does not 
distinguish between those who do and those who do not use illegal 
substances. Family relational structure is significantly related to 
illegal substance use for both white and black respondents, but the 
relationship is far stronger for whites (This stronger relationship may 
be do to a larger sample for whites). Likewise, family relational 
structure is significantly related to illegal substance use for both 
males and females.
For some time now, theorists have argued that the causes of 
delinquency are many and complex. This relatively straight forward 
examination of the effects of two kinds of family structure (physical 
and relational) and the combined effects of family structure, social 
class, race, and gender supports this assertion. Some of the
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relationships need further examination, for example, the relationship 
between social class and race (as discussed, especially in regards to 
Willie's, 1967 research).
There are also questions about the physical family structure as a 
cause of delinquency. Part of the issue is time order. It is possible 
that there are complex interactions between family structure and other 
variables. The interactions have not been explained here, but they 
should also be considered in future research.
Finally, the concept of family needs very careful attention, 
especially to separate ideology from analysis. Definitions of the 
broken family remain inconsistent and the validity of proposed measures 
remains suspect. The most common indicator is the presence of only one 
parent. This simple approach overlooks the role that may be played by 
the extended family or by other community members. The definition of 
"parent" depends partly on cultural or social context. As noted by 
Wells and Rankin, "the idea of equating 'family' with 'household' also 
reflects culturally shaped assumptions about the inherent value of 
exclusive coresidence...This notion (household) may also reflect our 
culture's preeminent concern with private property wherein social units 
are defined by their exclusive attachment to physical units of property. 
The equation of family with household represents an analytical judgement 
that is in some sense arbitrary and not necessarily valid for all 
cultures and subcultures" (Wells and Rankin, 1986:72).
There is no doubt that the family, as defined in traditional 
terms, has unmeasurable social, economic and political benefits for 
society. But one must wonder if the "ideal biological two parent
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family" is the only viable form that is able to rear future adult 
societal members, or this family form is actually a stereotype that has 
blinded supposedly objective students of the family in their assessment 
of alternative family structures. Analysis of the family, regardless of 
the actual physical structure, should give more weight to the 
relationships between parent and child and other members of the 
community. Finally, and probably most important, more research is 
needed to asses the healthy development of youth who seem to have 
escaped the "inevitable" pathology that is supposedly caused by single 
parent homes. This type of research is needed to develop programs that 
will assist those families who are unable to "escape" the circumstances 
of single parenthood.
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